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While Jane Lead has recently found a receptive readership the detail in her writing itself remains underappreciated. The context in which Lead and the Philadelphian Society are usually placed is among other followers of the German mystic Jacob Boehme (?1575-1624) who were active during the commonwealth period but who then tried to put Boehme's mystical vision into some kind of practical realization during the Restoration. Boehme's vision put briefly consists of a notion that the natural world is a continual 'outpouring' of God from the 'abysse' -the location of the Godhead. In that 'outpouring', two spiritual worlds are encountered, the light world and the dark world, equating with calmness and violence, or good and evil (in Boehme's cosmology, evil is now outside the boundaries of the sacred, but was once as a form of energy within it).
society that their writing envisaged was part and parcel of a behavioural reform, intended to change the world. More than the Quakers, whose edge declined as sect became church with respect to the uncontested elevation of the feminine, the Behmenists were effectively situationist androgynisers, and they used dreams to reach this state of awareness.
These features are no less present in the writings of Jane Lead and the Philadelphian Society, although they are inflected in rather different ways, some even more intensely so with the idea of an androgynous God. Lead came from a prosperous East Anglian merchant family, Anglicans in the midst of Puritan heartland. She married her cousin William and was a member of the enthusiastic diaspora in 1650s London. Already in the earlier 1640s she had come under the influence of the Antinomian sermons of Tobias Crisp. In 1663 she came into contact with Dr John Pordage, the most profound of the first English Behmenist thinkers, and a sometime associate of Ranters and Diggers. Pordage had sanctioned a community of mystics and prophets, with an emphasis upon women's participation, at Bradfield, Berkshire, in the early 1650s, where he was Rector. An investigation in 1654-5 resulted in Pordage's ejection from the living, after which he lived in London: he was found unsound to propagate the gospel in Puritan terms. Like Lead, he came from a wealthy merchant background, which provided the financial means for a kind of household mysticism of which Jane Lead eventually became the leader. 4 Crisp and Pordage represent related strands of English radical Puritanism, the former promoting a kind of hyper-Calvinism that led some of its adherents to practice 'practical Antinomianism' (free love and swearing in the name of the Lord and in the firm belief that noting could endanger one's saved state), the latter questing after a mystical revelation of God in the natural world. Each found themselves in trouble with local authorities (in Pordage's case a committee of Ejectors in Berkshire, sanctioned by the government in Westminster). So did their followers.
The group known as the Philadelphian Society was in place by 1670, the year in which Lead was widowed and in which her visions began. The group assumed an imminent inner enlightenment that would be the fulfillment of the prophecies in the Book of Revelation. Jane Lead was their prophet, and although her earlier writings reveal the influence of Pordage, she became the progressively stronger influence; Pordage died in 1681. Unlike the vegetarian prophet Thomas Tryon, another disciple of Boehme with his own following in this period, Jane Lead did not work, and she certainly did not travel: she stayed at home (in a series of residences in east London) and had dreams. 5 But in 1670, she had been
